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For Uncle Ron





One



‘The whales should be coming here soon,’ said Meg to her brother Mike, as they strolled along the beach searching for cowrie shells.


Every year whales travelled from the northern coast down south to the Antarctic waters to have a big feed-up, then came back to the warmer waters to have their calves.


The twins were known to all the locals by the nickname Angels because they helped to rescue injured or distressed pets for their dad. Animal Haven, as well as being their own home, was a temporary home to an assortment of native animals: koalas, an emu, an echidna, some baby wallabies, kangaroos and possums, a lizard, and a flying fox. The permanent residents were Oscar the owl and Fur Bag the possum. And Alice the labrador. Well, she wasn’t exactly a native. Neither was Carol the camel.


‘Imagine if we had to try and rescue a whale,’ said Mike, shading his eyes with one hand as he gazed out to sea.


‘I think Dad would freak if we had to take a whale into Animal Haven,’ Meg giggled, her blue eyes gleaming at the thought of having a pool big enough for a whale. It would take up the whole of Benwerrin Park.


‘Of course we couldn’t take in a whale: we’d need an ocean to put it in. I meant if one got stranded by the tide.’


Alice lumbered up the beach after the stick Mike had just thrown. She jumped on it with a deep growling noise and started digging round it with her paws. She didn’t want to get her nose all sandy so she was trying to flick it up and catch it.


‘The whales we see are mainly southern right whales,’ said Meg. ‘They hardly ever get stranded anyway. They’ve got it right!’


‘That’s not why they’re called right whales. In the olden days they were the right whales to get harpooned because they were fat and stayed on top of the water feeding. They were the right target.’


‘So how come they don’t get stranded, then?’


Mike shrugged. ‘Dunno. Probably because they don’t usually move in a big pack like killer whales.’


He threw the stick for Alice and she bounded after it again. ‘Scientists think that if one whale gets sick or distressed and heads for the beach then the rest follow because they’re loyal.’


‘That’s a dumb way to think. I thought whales were super intelligent.’


‘They do what they think is right.’


‘So they all should be called right whales,’ giggled Meg. ‘I hope the killer whales don’t strand themselves here. We couldn’t handle it.’


‘They don’t eat humans. It’s just that they’ve got teeth and some other whales haven’t. Anyway there’s heaps of whale rescue people that try and help stranded whales,’ Mike added. He’d read the whale information page on his computer. He also knew that dolphins and porpoises belonged to the toothed whale group, and dolphins were very friendly.


Mike threw the stick for Alice again. When she brought it back she nudged him gently on the leg with it instead of dropping it at his feet.


This meant she wanted to play “growl stick”. In this game Mike was supposed to hang onto one end of the stick and Alice would try to tug it free. He held on for a few seconds while she tugged hard at it, nearly dragging him along the sand. Then he let go of the stick so that Alice could win the game. She was only allowed to play “growl stick” a few times because Uncle Pete said it wasn’t good for her jaws and teeth. Some dog owners would swing their pets up in the air, but as Uncle Pete often said, ‘Dogs aren’t monkeys and they’re not meant to swing in the air by their mouths.’


Uncle Pete was the local vet. He lived at Boyer, the main town about twenty minutes away, and he was Dad’s brother. It was handy having Uncle Pete because, although Dad could do lots of vet-type things, and Mum had been a nurse so she knew how to look after sick and injured animals, they needed Uncle Pete to prescribe medicines and formulas and do the operations.


Meg and Mike kept walking. They rounded the corner where the river ran into the sea. It had been raining heavily during the night and the river was swollen with run-off from way back in the hills. It had cut a swathe through the sand and banked it a metre high which was great for jumping on. Big slabs of hard, wet sand dropped with a satisfying plop into the swirling river.


Splash!


Alice had been trying to jump on the bank like her humans were doing, but she’d lost balance.


‘Alice! Look out!’ cried Meg. The current was flowing super-fast.


But Alice was big and strong. Some people, like Uncle Pete, were rude enough to say “fat”. And of course, being a labrador, she loved swimming. She power dog-paddled like mad against the current with a dopey smile on her face and her tongue hanging out, going nowhere, not making progress and not being carted along by the current.


‘Swim to the bank, you silly dog!’ shouted Mark who’d come running up behind them.


Their brother was a little Aussie Devil! He was always being naughty. He didn’t hurt the animals, but he did things like drill holes in their water containers so he could make a sprinkling system, or he took parts out of engines so they didn’t work because he wanted to see what would happen. Mum was sure he’d end up a rocket scientist one day if he didn’t blow himself up in the meantime. The thing he loved and he was good at was taking photos. Of anything and everything!


Mark started jumping up and down on the bank, bellowing at Alice to come out.


‘Watch out!’ Mike yelled, but it was too late.


The sand bank caved in and Mark landed in the river. The current was too strong for a small boy to swim against. Rolling over and over, choking and spluttering, Mark was being swept towards the river’s mouth. If he couldn’t stop, he’d be swept out to sea.


‘Quick!’


Mike and Meg both jumped into the water together. But they needn’t have bothered. Alice had turned round and seen what had happened. She went ripping along with the current, dog-paddling like mad. She was moving like a hydrofoil, fast and on target, and reached Mark just as he was about to go under for the third time. He was weighed down by his jacket because the pockets had filled with water. So had his gumboots.


Alice grabbed him by his jacket with her strong teeth. She hung on grimly as she started to swim diagonally, letting the current take her to the nearest bank. Unfortunately for the twins it was on the other side, so they had to half-swim, half-wade across.


‘Are you all right?’ Meg screamed across as Alice dumped Mark unceremoniously onto the sand then shook herself all over him.


‘Oomhf glargh!’ Mark sat up and spat out a mouthful of sand, just as the twins reached him.


‘Good dog, Alice,’ said Mike, patting her. ‘You saved Mark’s life!’


Meg gave Alice a big hug, and Alice showed that she was appreciated by rolling over in the sand to get her tummy tickled.


‘We haven’t got time for tummy tickles,’ said Mike, as his teeth began to chatter. With soaking wet clothes on, it was cold in the wind. ‘Come on, let’s walk across the dunes—but this time we’ll go over the bridge. I don’t want another river drama.’


‘Mum’s gunna murder us,’ said Meg as she squelched along in her new leather shoes which she knew Mum would say she shouldn’t have been wearing on the beach anyway.


‘That’ll be after I’ve murdered Mark!’ said Mike grimly, glaring at his brother. He was so glad that Mark was safe, but angry at the same time because he’d acted so thoughtlessly.


‘It wasn’t my fault,’ Mark replied sulkily as muddy water dripped off him in a steady stream.


He had two favourite sayings. “It wasn’t my fault” and “It’s not fair!”.


Alice shook herself again just for effect and smiled cheerfully as she waddled along beside the trio. She had just rescued Mark for the millionth time in his life and was feeling very pleased with herself. He was getting a bit harder to haul out of danger, though, now that he was bigger.


When he’d been a toddler she used to pick him up by the seat of his pants and carry him to safety. His big thick nappy would stop her teeth marking his round little bottom. Now he was much older, but she could still drag him away from lots of hazards, like snake holes when he was trying to poke sticks down them to see if anyone was home, or climbing out onto rotten tree limbs across the creek, or walking across the Great Ocean Road without looking to see if cars were coming.


Alice smiled her doggy smile and wagged her tail harder. She liked being a silent Angel. Maybe there’d be a big bowl of Meaty Bites waiting when she got home. The thought of this made her pick up speed, and she went barrelling across the bridge, eager to get back to Animal Haven.


Mike, Meg and Mark came straggling behind. Mark was already working out how to get inside without being seen by Mum.


‘We could climb over the back fence and sneak down past the animal shed, then when her back’s turned we can all nick in, take off our clothes and put on clean ones,’ he said.


‘Like, Mum’s not going to notice that we’ve all suddenly changed our clothes?’ said Mike sarcastically.


‘And what do we do with all this muddy stuff?’ asked Meg.


‘Chuck it in the garbage.’


‘Oh, great. And Mum’s not going to notice that our good clothes—including your new jacket and my new shoes—are missing? Good one!’


‘You can wash them,’ said Mark airily, as they crossed the Great Ocean Road and headed through the caravan park to the boundary fence of Animal Haven.


‘Well, thanks a lot. You can wash them yourself, and—’


Mike opened the rickety gate in the back fence and they filed through, skirting round the vegie garden and up alongside the corner of the shed.


‘Shut the gate, Mark,’ called Meg over her shoulder as he straggled along, bringing up the rear and complaining loudly about feeling cold.


They had to open another gate into the yard where the animals were kept. And they had to go round the side if they were going to sneak into the house undetected.


Suddenly Alice gave a happy wuffle, went barging round the corner of the house and trotted across the lawn to greet Mum, who was hanging out some washing.


‘Well, hello Alice. You look like you’ve been having a whale of a time getting wet and dirty,’ said Mum, as the big damp dog rubbed up against her legs.


Alice looked up with huge brown eyes, sending out “I’ve-been-extra-good-and-I-need-food” messages. Mike signalled the others to stay where they were and merged into the side of the shed, hiding behind the oleander bush. Maybe Mum would be so busy chatting to Alice that they could slip past. Or maybe she’d go inside to get her a bone and they could slip round to a bedroom window and—


‘And just what have you been doing, Michael Ulysses Green?’ snapped Mum in a cross voice.


Sprung!


He had lived up to his initials all right. M.U.G. MUG! Mike sighed and stepped out from behind the bush. The others followed him. Mum took one look and went into orbit.
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